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THE MEDICAL ILLUSTRATOR AND HIS POTENTIAL
IN CRIMINAL IDENTIFICATION
WILLIAM

LOECHEL*

THERE HAVE been many instances when medical illustrations have served extremely
useful purposes in the court room, because they can convey accurate information in
less time than other means of communication. Yet I have never heard of a medical
illustrator who was called upon to reconstruct the face of a person suspected of (or
wanted for) a crime from descriptions of witnesses. It seems that a medical illustrator
would be an excellent individual to produce such reconstructed portraits because of
his ability to draw faces realistically based on sound anatomical knowledge and because
he would be apt to ask the many pertinent questions of the witnesses in order to do
a rather complete rendering of the subject. In other words, as the illustrator's quest
for details in a drawing of a specimen makes it necessary to know exactly what is
to be drawn and why . . . so it might well be with the "wanted man" face. Quite
often one sees sketches produced by artists which are supposed to show what a wanted
man looks like, yet most of these renderings appear quite amateurish — bordering
on a cartoon picture. It is my feeling that a cartoon or a caricature imparts something
less than the best with which to work.
In Figure 1, I have proposed a charted analysis of basic features in facial and
head structure. I believe that if these were available as pads or cards, one could
check the significant shapes and draw or assemble a reasonable likeness of a subject.
However, the greatest use of this chart with checked off features would be found
in presenting a medical illustrator with the information and having him draw the
face. Preferably he would do his best by producing the drawing while questioning
a witness about the things that do not appear on the chart. The entire portrait sketch,
well shaded, and with specific detail to whatever degree the witness can recall, need
take no more than one hour.
Let us consider the parts of the basic sketch, for to do so will sharpen your
powers of observation; you will begin to catalog the head shapes you see. This is a
worthwhile reflex for all of us to cultivate.
•Director, Medical Illustration Department.
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Figure 1
Chart for analysis of basic features.
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Figure 2
Chart marked for hypothetical type of features.
50

MEDICAL

ILLUSTRATOR

a..
/

cL.

c.

ran.

I I
-f,

^

Figure 3
a to f — Progressive stages in the construction of a picture of the criminal.
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To begin with, the significant shapes or areas are delineated in bold lines, while
associated areas are rendered in fine lines. This should guide the analysis or make for
a general-to-specific approach rather than a haphazard one. In the upper left four
basic face and head shapes are seen. No one could fail to see how, for instance,
Primo Camera would fit into the second face type from the left, or that Charles
Laughton would comfortably fit the initial one. Consider, for instance, your own
ears. Without looking in a mirror, can you tell whether or not your ear lobes are
pendant, or are they fused to your face? Are your eyes one eye-width apart or must
you look in a mirror to note this?
In Figure 2, I have taken a hypothetical case and had a "witness" check the
features that were significant in describing a "burglar".
Figure (3) shows a sphere with a slice off the side and a midvertical
hne drawn in. This is the way a head is basically constructed. The horizontal
line will locate the eyebrows. The check marks in the second face (front view) and
the first head (side view) determine whether the basic sphere should be left as is or
modified. At this point, it is easy to see that the spherical head (with the elongated

Figure 4
Hypothetical face for feature analysis.
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face) is the one of choice. The specific features are added to it in the following
sketches so that in the completed portrait it is evident that the "witness" has been
able to supply other detail also.
Examine Figure 4. Where would the check marks have been placed in order
for this portrait to result?
I have chosen a three-quarter view of each "suspect" because it seems less likely
that he would be seen full face than in other ways, and a profile drawing would
eliminate the inclusion of asymmetric features. Naturally, there is a limit to what
one can observe under varying and/or unusual conditions, this being the chief reason
for the minimal number of choices on the chart. Yet, one must conclude, that it is
natural to increase one's powers of observation if one's observations are systematized.
A system has been presented for aiding in the recall of important details in
identification. This is a sample of the multiple uses of the portrait skill of a medical
artist.
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